НЕГ 4 
СІШІТІНІЕЕЛІ 


= a * | - А | 
= зав. T | ЕД | | - 


я ШНЕЛЛ ЕШР 21ПЕ [m] as Br 


GANGANRONFA 


\ 


Е папвапеоп 


А | | 
ДАТЕ | 1 
БИГЕ 


GHOULGIRL 
W внош гін. 

О сношвте. 
| © нош втв 


RAS5_BERRES 
о RASS_BERRES 


CELCHUNO 
М с-.снипп 
Q се снипо 

(С) сгснипп 


MOOCHISUN 
VY пооснвоп 
© пооснвоп 


SHANURARU 
Y -ннпи яш 
© -ннпиянғи 


ARA 
Y meranamen 
О metanamen 
© meranamen_ 


HIR'UIB 
Y runs 


| О «n 
©) неля 


HLILI 
Y -нсьніпге 


Y Q SHSLPRINCE 


| (6) __sHsLeRince 


CHEER 
Y СнНЕЕРНТТУТЧ 
‚ Є) снеевнттълч 


TSUMISHII 
М типтен! 


4 | © TSUMISHII 


| ПВІКНШН 2 
Y пекашяг 
© пғікншяғ 


AALIYAH 
| ҸӰ cAYPLAnTSTem 


С) Hasen 


WINTER 
WINTERELLEY 


SOL 
Y sn un 


© SOL_ILO 


OBSESSEOFISH 
© ОВБЕББЕОРІБН 


PANOALANA 
ҸӰ PaANOALANACHICK 
| о PANDALANA1 


| 20E P 
© 20EP_ILLUSTRATION 


ШЕГИП!!! 
М ДЕБЕТ 


о БЕСОПШ 


1 gin 
Y SCROLLHERO_ 


| © ranou 


Ў | Ж) ШНТЕРЕЗБО 


HELEN 
© не Епа. нвт111 


RBRIRSITH 
© RBRIRSITH 


BARRY 
(С) вяяғч. пан 
Wf вяевч пан 


| о BARRAI-NAH 


TERURI 
ҸӰ Terur_ 


у о TERURIII_ 


PUMOPUCCI 
Y Fumoruccı 
© виторисс 


ОЧЕРПЕ 


| М overineis 
| © vernes 


CORIN 
ҸӰ СОРПЕНЕТСНЕЕ 
© cornskETCHES 


CONTRA-ENTRH 
Y conTRA_ENTRY 
© спптян-ептнівв 


| © CONTRA.ENTRY 


HERO 


Y rezon 


© razon: 
© Hez 


HRRLI 
Y вкотові 
© кавикотові 


| © FISHFUO_ART 


NS | SOumIc 


| nena 


Y пепяпизвет 
© пепн.пизвет 


POOF 
Y РООРПАЕЧУАНАЕТ 
© РППЕПІНІ.ЧНННЕТ 


ч 


Г 0 | mun 
ри 4 


N 


| A 


Е < \ | © MYUN_ART 
Өш. 
L SS 


% 


ve) АР пеш вет 


ХАВИ 
| 


written Бу SWORDSAINTED 
rt & design by KIRVIA 


MUJUN 


EL ERESEITITmELDscseocousnun 
15 ШО ВЕ С 5 И ЩЕ Е rr 
5 ШО DBS RAINE Hunger 


А: 
s 


4 


des 


mea (АЕ EW tin 


шаи |НЕІЛГЕІШІЛ! | 


SAVIOR? 
ERVIEW 
— AIHARA | 
7 ax FIILERDELE crn 

| EA Gilda meva 


IARE 


mona (ALLOW E А Fs ПЕН В СД: 
NES lag c" x 
NE ШЕЕ AAA 


BOP ron ГОР 


ше BEEN 
=JIIN= 
HAPPILY zVzn 

yume dr 
DERANGIGAMEOBEPOSAENTS 
PAHAA] cero 


KAUGIEER 
NOOR 


ж- 
(JHEREI ( 


ПЕ пата 


= 
BY KALCIFER 


* Y Б)» 


Wo 


қ 


€ 
A у и 
ER ASEO 
À 
aad 
4 


| Da V IGQBRESIDETRnHLUITIEUIREEHETm, En 
T ОРРЕЗОЕПИНОМЕШРЕЕНЕЕР — a 
GDRRESIDEFITSHOMEWREEFHER тале = 


| 
DIRGH 


BY GOLDEN-REDHEAD 
OLDEN REDHEAD 


puna Er] 


Е c 
ПАТЕРСОН 
MAMICHIGO 8b 


са. 
"к 
ene 


as Z^ Ad 


by iRCAPUS 


"Kokichi... are you sure this is а good idea?" 


Kokichi Ouma tilts his head at the inquiry. It's nighttime; darkness seems to linger in the cracked 
corners of the floorboards, a heady tension in the air. With every slight movement, the wood beneath 
them creaks like a haunting, dissonant melody. 


If asked, most students would describe the fourth floor of the Ultimate Academy for Gifted Juveniles 
as eerie. Ominous. Creepy. Tonight was no exception. 


Despite this, Kokichi twists to face the asker with an easygoing smile. 


"What, are you scared?" He sneers at Kaito Momota. "Aren't you supposed to be the Ultimate 
Daredevil? Didn't know someone who does motorcycle tricks could be scared of something as silly as 


|" 


ghosts! 


"|-I'm not scared," Kaito barks back, throwing out his hands. "J-just a little sweaty! It's pretty hot in 
here, isn't it?" 


Kokichi rolls his eyes in response, turning to the rest of the group. Tonight, he's planned on having some 
fun—and before him is the perfect crew for it. 


There's Shuichi Saihara, the Ultimate Paparazzi (although he insisted on being called the Ultimate 
Celebrity Journalist instead, which meant Kokichi went out of his way to do anything but). Beside him is 
Ranta го ри the Ultimate Model— although, Kokichi's convinced there's something more to him than 

is good looks. 


Keebo smiles at him, holding a broom in his hands. Kokichi asked the Ultimate Maid to join them 
tonight—partially because his flashlight feature would be helpful for investigating, but mostly because 
it was fun to mess with him. 


And finally there's Kaito, who's fidgeting on the balls of his feet while whistling some made-up tune. 
He had been the one to start it all, bursting into the dining hall th at morning while proclaiming that 
something mysterious had touched him during his investigation on the fourth floor. "It hasto be haunted, 
І swear!" 


Once Kokichi heard those words he had jumped at the opportunity, stating that he, the Ultimate Spirit 
Medium, would gladly check it out and exorcise any ghosts that might be lingering around—with the help 
of a few willing classmates, of course. 

"Who knows, " he said brightly. "Maybe our dead classmates will be there!" 

The room fell into a heavy silence at his words. 


“Is that true?" Keebo had asked after a considerable pause. "Are their spirits still around? Are they... 
angry with us?" 


And Kokichi's smile had dropped, eyes dulling as he stared off into the distance. 
"Sometimes, І wonder that too," he said, uncharacteristically quiet, before turning his expression into 


its usual smile. "But that's a lie! | don't care where our dead classmates have been, and | haven't seen 
them around either!" 


Before anyone could question him further, Kokichi made an excuse about needing to meditate for their 
planned ghost hunt, and disappeared. 


"Well?" Rantaro asks, bringing Kokichi back to the present. "What do you need us to do?" 

Kokichi twirls the gohei staff in his hands, watching the paper ribbons flutter about. "I'm so glad you 
asked," he says, batting his eyelashes. "Ever since Kaito said this place was haunted, | asked my army of 
ten-thousand ghosts to do a little investigating. Sure enough, they discovered that there's a cursed 


object somewhere on this floor! Leftover residue from a vengeful spirit, y'know? Happens all the time." 
Kokichi shoots the group a cheery thumbs up. "If we can find it, | can purify it, and the curse will be no 


|" 


more! 
"A cursed object..." Keebo wonders out loud. "Do you mean like a Wega board?" 


$ Before Kokichi can even think to laugh, Kaito interjects. "Actually," he starts, "I think it's called a Luigi 
oar 


"Wega. Luigi," Kokichi repeats, unable to hide his shit-eating grin. "You gotta be— Oh man, it's gonna 
go great tonight, | can feel it!" 


"Ah... can we just get started?" Shuichi sighs as if already exhausted, fidgeting with his silk scarf. 
Rantaro nods beside him. 


Kokichi spreads his arms wide. "Well then, no time to waste! Let the Ultimate Spirit Medium's totally 
awesome and legit ghost hunting mission begin!" 


— и 


They start by oxp oong the three empty rooms to the left of the staircase, then go to the research labs 
after finding nothing of interest. Other than sneaking up behind Kaito to scare him and stepping on 
Rantaro's shoes as an ‘accident’, the night remains uneventful. 

That is, until Keebo's flashlight eyes begin to flicker while investigating Korekiyo's artist lab. 


"Ugh, Keebo, keep the light steady! How are we supposed to find the Luigi board if you keep blinking?" 
Kokichi pouts. 


Keebo frowns, putting a hand to his chin. "Actually, | do not need to blink. | am not quite sure what—" 
As if on cue, the lights flicker out. The room plunges into darkness. 


And Kokichi can't help but smile, lips twisted with glee. 

Just in time, my friends. 

Several things happen at once—Kaito jumps onto poor Shuichi's back, who fumbles with the camera in 
his hands. Rantaro tenses and reaches into his inner pockets, something (a weapon?) glinting in the 
dark. Keebo lets out a surprised shout, the vacuum usually stored in his mouth falling out and activating 
with a loud noise. 

From the corner of the room, another crash. Footsteps echo around them like a warning, a beckoning— 

Nobody else notices except Kokichi, whose eyes have always been attuned to the dark. His gaze turns 
towards the walls where Korekiyo's handcrafted masks usually hang, and for a moment—just for a 
moment—he swears that the masks flicker. 

There's ten of them, to be exact. All with expectant faces, waiting for his signal. А cue. 

Subtly, Kokichi shakes his head. 

The illusion dissipates. 

A moment later, Keebo's flashlights blink back on. Not a single thing seems to be out of place. 


"Keebo, you suck as the Ultimate Maid!" Kokichi cries, wiping away faux tears with the sleeves of his 
haori. "What was that? | was so scared!” 


"| apologize," Keebo says, flustered. "I usually do not malfunction like this. | will promptly go to 
Tsumugi for a maintenance check tomorrow!" 


With that, the group settles and moves оп to investigate Angie's Anthropology lab. There's а restless 
feeling that remains, an expectant energy that fills everyone's motions with urgency. 


As time passes though, it becomes clear that their hunt is proving fruitless. 
"Well?" Kaito sighs. "We've looked everywhere at this point. Where's this cursed object?" 


| "Oh, did | say something about a cursed object?" Kokichi looks at his nails, bored. "Sorry, that was a 
іе!" 


Kaito sputters at that, eyes going wide. "Wh-what?! Then this entire thing was pointless?” 


"| wouldn't call it pointless—it was so fun, watching you guys squirm around! Definitely not a boring 
night, wouldn't you agree?” 


"You're saying you dragged us around the entire night for fun.” Rantaro lets out а chuckle. "Well, | can't 
say I'm too surprised. | bet you knew there weren't any ghosts here from the start." 


"Well, that's only half true," Kokichi drawls. "I'll admit that I was having a bit of fun with everyone. But 
to say that there's no ghosts at all would be a lie.” 


"So it's true!" Shuichi interrupts, almost too excited. He seems to flush at his own outburst, regarding 
Kokichi with a sheepish grin. "S-sorry, I've just been wanting to know for a while.” He tilts his head, voice 
confident as he slips into interview mode. "Can you really listen to ghosts...?" 


“Hmm. What an interesting question!" Kokichi puts a finger to his lips, half-lidded eyes shining with 
glee. "The truth is... we all have things that haunt us, don't we? | guess you could say I'm just a little 
better at listening than others.” 


Then he closes his eyes, because there are always ghosts around the living; ghosts like the one that 
lingers around Shuichi, glaring at him with a vitriolic stare. Hundreds of lost ghosts that follow Rantaro 
like victims, except for a group of twelve that seem more lost than angry. Ghosts that creep into Kaito's 
beating heart, crawling through his veins and nestling in his lungs. Ghosts that reach out with greedy 
hands towards Keebo, looking through his eyes and whispering into his ears. 


And he has his own ghosts as well—ten smiling faces, peering into his soul. Watching and waiting for 
him to rise or fall in this killing game. 


"Well, that's it from me!" he announces. His oversized prayer beads clink against each other as he 
makes his way to the stairs, eager to escape. 


Unbeknownst to Kokichi, the air behind him quivers. 

The group's gaze then turns to Kokichi's receding figure, where for а moment—just for a moment—a 
mirage flickers. Ten joyful clowns, watching over their mediator, their prophet, their only means of living 
rather than just existing. 


The vision disappears before anyone can look closer though, leaving behind the afterimages of the 
Ultimate Spirit Medium... 


..and the fading sound of distant, childish laughter. 
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Something is very wrong. 


He can't quite put a finger on it; the 
feeling of an intrinsic part of his core Пау- 
ing been ripped away is unique. 


Even stranger, it doesn't feel as 
though it’s a loss, at least not exactly. 


It’s an ill-fitting exchange, a concep- 
tual something forced into a mold where 
it doesn’t quite fit but doesn't quite not, 
either. 


Byakuya is аргоріїу introduced to an 
unfamiliar emotion: dread. 


Before, if he were asked what made 
him the so-called “Ultimate Affluent 
Progeny,” as others liked to say, he would 
have answered confidently: 


Himself. 


Rather than being the result of any 
one innate quality, he considered his 


position and many titles to be the 
culmination of his talents, put together in 
a way that only he could manage. His 
personality was a driving force, his 
tenacity a major factor, but his achieve- 
ments were greater than the sum of their 
parts. 


At least, that was what he'd thought. 


Now, he finds himself unsure. What has 
he lost? What piece of the puzzle is 
crucial, what has this changed? 
Something is amiss—he can't define it. 


Not being in control is an utterly 
harrowing concept. 


The world has changed overnight, 
and he's the only one who remembers 
differently. The Togami family no longer 
deals in shrouded secrets and 
carefully-placed machinations; while still 
wealthy, his reputation isn’t based on 
vicious indomitability now. 


.LJUMBLED UP! - А DANGANRONPA ZINE | ВОВ ТОТНЕТОР | 


Ії he were a lesser man, he’d think 
himself mad. 


It's always been this way, they say. 
He knows this isn’t true, but has no way 
to prove otherwise, so he accepts it. His 
current reality is what it is, and capable 
as he is, he can hardly change what 
appears to be an established past. 


Besides, an entertainment-based 
megacorporation isn't foo much of d 
downgrade. 


It does make it easy for him to deter- 
mine who's taken his proverbial place 
as he considers the facts of his new life, 
generating opportunities with painstaking 
care. 


He isn't exactly happy about it, but he 
can wait for his options to reveal 
themselves. 


Many things have changed, but some 
things remain consistent. The world con- 
tinues to revolve around him, the 
magnetism of his new role undeniable, 
and one by one new pawns fall into 
place. 


He isn't the only one experiencing a 
sudden, dramatic shift in career outlook, 
either. He arrives at his lunch appoint- 
ment one day to find himself confronted 
by a girl his age, looking to exercise her 
newfound managerial talents. 


The fact that she'd secured the meet- 
ing at all is a testament to her capability. 
Her immediately presenting him with а 
pen and a pre-written contract only 
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underscores his favorable first impression. 


and for that he adores her. (Not that he 
would ever tell her that, of course.) He 
has a particular appreciation for efficien- 
cy and ruthlessness, and she abounds in 
both qualities. 


The others are less welcome. Byakuya 
supposes that they're useful. 


Barely. 


Naegi, the intern, was irritating. He'd 
appeared with an apologetic smile and 
some nameless, pathetic, baby- 
animal-esque quality that made Kirigiri 
have pity on him. 


But Toko is. . . utterly intolerable. 
"|, l'm the Ultimate Fangirl!” she'd 
squealed, far too close and entirely too 
enthusiastic for someone who'd just 
broken into a private recording studio. 
Byakuya forgives her disgusting 
him how much publicity Fukawa's little 
fanclub is generating, and how much 
more revenue they're making. 


A little. 


ІГ5 grating, but he can smile and 
let her hang onto his hand far too long 
during meet and greets. He can also tell 
her she's an irritating fool directly to her 
face, which she takes as 
encouragement. 


It makes it easier when he can be 
honest. 


Ее” day is a new opportunity. Every 
sunrise will bring more choices and 
chances, and typically, he finds this a 
pleasing concept. 


His persistence is only challenged 
when certain things happen to him. 
Things like his manager barging in with- 
out the least apology or announcement, 
upper body obscured by some sort of 
monstrous clothing tower, and dumping 
the whole mess in his lap. 


Members of the Togami family do 
not swear, as a rule. It is undignified, and 
worse, uncouth. 


Byakuya knows this. Obviously. 


Still, when he looks at the teetering 
mountain of clothes heaped before him 
and feels the last thread of his sanity 
make a valiant attempt at fleeing (he 
doesn't let it, of course), he just can't 
help himself. 


“What. The. Fuck,” he says with 
feeling, eyeing a violently pink bucket hat 
as though it’s personally wronged him. As 
far as he’s concerned, it has. 


“You have back-to-back photoshoots 


sorting the pile of fabric into more com- 
prehensible combinations. Her expression 
is completely devoid of emotion; she 
doesn't have a single merciful bone in 
her body. 


Irritating as it is, he has to appreciate 
the results her plans create. 


Byakuya scowls at the outfit nearest 
him, snatching up the top piece and 
dangling it in her direction. “What is this?” 


“A shirt,” she says, utterly deadpan. 


“І can see that.” He rattles it with 
the same level of aggression that a 


terrier would use to snap а rodent's neck. 
“What’s wrong with it?” 


“Nothing,” she shrugs, and pokes at 
the offending article. “Are you talking 
about the shoulder cutouts?” 


“Obviously.” 
“People think they're sexy. Wear it.” 


That doesn't even make sense. 
People make no sense. What part, if any, 
of a partially exposed shoulder qualified 
as sexy? He pinches the bridge of his 
nose, inhaling slowly. The migraine lurking 
behind his eyes laughs at him. 
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is morning does not improve from 
there, 


The rest of his week is passable. The 
weekend, though, is absolute hell 
because it serves as the prelude to his first 
real concert. 


The amount of moving parts that go 
into the whole affair is staggering. It’s as 
much work as collecting secrets from the 
Vatican. He’s exhausted, even with Kirigiri 
and Naegi handling the logistics. He 
decides that he hates working out and 
singing, and he definitely hates dancing. 


It’s still worth it for the sheer amount of 
influence he's able to exert. 


He smiles and says thank you to every 
fan, even ones that make his skin crawl, 
and (somehow) gracefully navigates the 
sob stories about how much he means to 
them. He studies relentlessly for second- 
rate drama roles; critics swoon over his 
natural gravitas. 


He makes one misstep during the 
concert, and he's torn to shreds for it. 


“|... think it was perfect?" Naegi tries, 
awkward. 


“Do you think or do you know?” he 
snaps, and then promptly dumps his 


already-cold nonfat, skinny latte with a 
shot of extra expresso and caramel drizzle 
(almond milk, thank you) all over Naegi's 
stupid little head. 


If nothing else, at least Byakuya could 
vent his frustration on him. 


Byakuya finds grudging respect for 
Maizono Sayaka's ex-profession. Every 
day is so taxing on his body and mind 
that he often feels he doesn't have time 
to think. 


He'd flourished with this opportunity— 
he's hardly surprised to find that she’s 
doing just fine when he checks, and 
equally unsurprised when she accepts 
the meeting Naegi had somehow man- 
aged not to ruin arranging. 


Any capable person would have 
come to the same conclusion he had: an 
exchange. 


It’s the move he would've made, 
once. 


It’s slightly unsettling to see just how 
similar she’s become to the old him, gaze 
calculating and perfectly disinterested, 
desk the perfect level of heavy and 
ostentatious to be intimidating. 


"So," he says, and зе ез іп a 
beautifully upholstered chair designed to 
be Uncomfortable and distracting. 


"So," Sayaka echoes, and arches а 
brow at him. “It’s taken you a while to say 
hello for someone who's taken over my 
life." 


He shrugs, the motion unassuming, 
and pairs it with the slightest pout. It's only 
а bit sarcastic. “I think we've both been 
busy, don't you?" 


She пот. i SQA yes. 


“You had a proposal,” she says. 
Byakuya has to appreciate the straight- 
forwardness; he passes her the file 
without wasting any more time. 


“You've been doing a good job with 
your new life, and | think you'll agree that 
Гуе been managing То as well. In fact, 
my net worth has been steadily climbing. 
Wouldn't you say it's time that the Maizo- 
no Corporation had a better spokesper- 
son for the younger generations?" 


She doesn't answer right away, eyes 
flitting over printed lines, searching for dis- 
crepancy. He knows she won't find any. 


"Are you happy?” she asks abruptly. 
"With the switch, | mean." 


Byakuya blinks. 


"| don't know,” he says, honestly. "It's 
not bad. | have reliable underlings, and I 
have a better public persona. It's 
different, but it's rewarding to have mass 
support like this." 


She smiles. 


“It’s not so bad for me either.” Sayaka 
extends a perfectly manicured hand. He 
takes it. "My team will send plans for the 
first advertising campaign tomorrow." 


"| look forward to it." 
He is surprised to find that he means ії. 
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At first, it's hard to get a read on what has changed. Morning greets Kyoko with the usual worries, as 
she sits up wide awake just before her alarm goes off realizing that she's forgotten to apply for a table 
at Comiket this year and there are deadlines to crunch and panels she hasn't sent to her editor yet... 


Oh. Oh no. 


The illustrative assistance of a beta flash materializes in her mind when she suddenly registers that 
what's happened to her must be related to the motive Monokuma mentioned yesterday. It's something 
that's supposed to be so unexpected and despair-inducing that it drives the killing game forward from а 
standstill - she’s turned into Hifumi Yamada overnight. 


Disorienting panic grips her throat as she stumbles blindly to the washroom, and her alarm starts 
ringing on the headboard behind her as if oblivious to her plight. The cold seeping into her bare feet from 
the tiled floor brings her back to her senses before she catches the familiar reflection in the mirror and she 
breathes a sigh of relief. 


It hasn't occurred to her at all that this might very well be the talent that she does not remember 
сащ to her. Тһе chances of that however, аге incredibly slim. If she doesn't concentrate, her mind 
drifts off to screentones and manga iconography and her intuition tells her that someone is trying a little 
too hard to make her play a role she clearly does not fit. Her thoughts may be telling her otherwise, but 
she does not have the writing calluses to prove her doujin artist career underneath the worn leather 
gloves, but familiar scars from an unfamiliar time long ago. 


The alarm is still ringing. Kyoko turns it off and sits down heavily on the edge of the bed. Almost at once 
the screen in the corner of the room flickers to life without waiting for the school bell and Мопокита 5 
gleeful expression comes into view. 


"Good morning everyone!” he caws, "Did you all sleep well? | didn't get even a wink because my heart 
was paw-sitively pounding with anticipation all night! | got too excited that | blew up so | had to find 
myself a spare but anyway - how is everyone enjoying my gift? Shocked, агеп «сһа? Let me get a good 
look at the despair on all of your faces!" 


The initial surprise has worn off, and only mild annoyance remains behind. Kyoko is impressed at his 
creativity this time around — a small part of her tells her this is a good setup for a oneshot, and she tells 
that part of her to shut up. There's no telling what he has in store. No matter how stupid, this is still a 
motive designed for a killing game after all. 


"Once you get your bearings," Monokuma continues, "please gather at the gym! And don't breathe а 
word of your newfound talent to any of your classmates and ruin the surprise! | eagerly await the bloody 
aftermath, upupu" 


Again, this is just another game at their expense, and he's trying to make things confusing for them for 
his own entertainment. But, Kyoko remembers wryly, she's always loved a good mystery manga. 


Oooo 


It's chaos and raised voices in the gym, a visible uproar over changes that are invisible upon first 
glance. Three long cases and trials have come and gone, dwindling the numbers of their class halfway to 
zero and bringing the survivors marginally closer together while the rift between them grows ever apart 
with the constant risk of betrayal looming over their heads. 


It's with these worries fluttering in her heart when Kyoko arrives at the entrance of the gymnasium a 
little out of breath. She braces herself against the doorframe for a bloodbath - expecting at least some 
measure of anger at their talents being stolen - and just hoping it won't escalate into something awful 
like the aftermath of the previous motives. Instead, she finds herself staring at Makoto juggling eight 
softballs at the center of a begrudgingly impressed crowd. She blinks once, very slowly. 


For someone as unathletic as they make them, there's a certain practised grace in Makoto's 
movements like he's done this all his life. She's seen enough reference material to recognize - or rather, 
she can deduce from his posture that the talent he's gained is that of a particular and deceased baseball 
player. Her mouth is dry as her gaze sweeps across the gym. 


The changes in the others are not as evident from first glance, with the usual standoffish way Byakuya 
is off to the side and the others that surround Makoto with varying degrees of attentiveness and 
amusement. Aoi waves Kyoko over as she approaches, all smiles and bubbly sunshine. 


"Yo, Kirigiri! Look at him, actin’ all tough like he jumped straight outta a circus! Those are some crazy 
strong reflexes, ain't it a sight for sore eyes?” 


Even though it's a little different when mixed with Aoi's natural cheerfulness, it's jarring that Kyoko 
can hear Mondo іп {Пе way she enunciates her words. Personality doesn't - shouldn't- play a role in most 
people's talents, but the Ultimate Biker Gang Leader's talent seems to be rooted in it. Kyoko is beginning 
to have an inkling of the severity of the situation, but Makoto and his ridiculous juggling in her peripheral 
vision seems to be taking the edge entirely off of what is supposed to be a despair-inducing incident. 


She tears her gaze forcibly away. 


That's the talents of three people now whose lives were lost in the previous chapters - cases - and that 
has to be intentional. To amplify survivor's guilt? But the mood in the gym doesn't seem to be taut and 
fragile, апа if anything it's the opposite. The nervous excitement is like the first day of school in a shoujo 
manga - 


Kyoko tells herself to perish that thought. 


She glances around at everyone again, even more carefully. Byakuya's visible discomfort from the 
crowd 1$ a little different from his usual aloof character, Toko is watching him in uncharacteristic disdain, 
and Yasuhiro looks more frazzled than usual, mumbling something about maintaining order in the school. 
The most bizarre thing about the situation, Kyoko realizes, is not how strange everyone's behaviour is, 
but how her deductions feel like second nature. This isn't from her newfound ability as a doujinshi artist, 
but a glimpse of who she was prior to her memory loss. She can taste her forgotten talent on the tip of 
her tongue, the familiar flavour of an unfamiliar song. If she can just turn the page, the next panel has to 
contain the cliffhanger she needs — 


Kyoko grinds the heel of her boot into the ground, and the squeak of the gym floor brings her back to her 
senses. It's not like she'll find out the truth here, when Monokuma has so carefully made sure to switch 
everyone's talents with those of students that are already dead. But she's come this far with the 
remnants of her abilities without knowing what she is capable of all this time. This is just another 
unfilled page in the volume of a manga collecting dust on her shelf. 


...She has no idea what that metaphor even means. But she'll make do with what she has with the 
otier as she's always done. Seeing Makoto juggling like he's having the time of his life makes her sure 
of that. 


Oooo 


In mane Monokuma discovers, the motive he so painstakingly crafted doesn't seem to be working 
at all. 


It's intended to incite chaos and disarray - stolen and rearranged talents to invoke a feeling of 
helplessness, and a cruel reminder that their lives are built on the sacrifices of the victims and the 
blackened. Hope's Peak students are puppets on a string, made to dance at his every whim. So why аге 
the students having fun with the abilities that are supposed to crush them, like this is all a game? 
Preposterous! Unacceptable! 


He watches them run around the school as if they don't carry the memories of their dead classmates' 
talents in their puny brains. The chosen motives have always been delightfully drenched in despair, so 
why...where did this one go wrong? 


He raised the stakes for himself for the thrill of the game, but it must've been a mistake to put himself 
in the melting pot as well to spice up a motive that he no longer remembers what it's for. Everything is 
fundamentally wrong, wrong, wrong! The students are the ones having the last laugh, and Monokuma 
sits behind the rolling cameras in stunned silence, and the winner of the bet isn't even here to see it. 


KILLING GAME’S SAVIOR? 
EXCLUSIVE INTERVIEW 
WITH 5А!НАКА 


BY MIMCA 


At least the lockers were still here. It was kind of a comfort for Shuichi to see them, trace lines against 
the inner door where his own naked knuckles had once struck, after all the changes that happened 
recently. It did not seem like а few days had already passed since... 


Kaede. 
Beside his own metal coffin was hers. The former Ultimate Pianist left no trace of herself behind. Not 


even a whisper or a song. That, too, the Monokubs had corrected. They said he was free to see her 
Research Lab. They made, according to them, all the renovations needed to reflect the talent she was 


meant to have all along. They said it like they were charitable. To the girl they and their master executed. 


They had been outraged when he rejected the offer. 

The Monokubs, however, were not the worst. 

Shuichi pulled his gloved hand on sighing. He could not stay hidden in this classroom forever. He did 
not tell them where he would go after breakfast-and everyone was still figuring out how to barely 
survive, now that Kirumi had lost her hand as the Ultimate Maid-but they would find him eventually. 
Kaito would put his arm around his shoulders. Remind them of how he was her friend. Her trusted ally. 
And, wow! You have this talent now. | think Kaede sensed it, somehow. That you'd be the one ending that 
fuckin' game! 

She had not. She had met the Ultimate Detective. 

But there was little to do to delay the inevitable. Better suck it up, meet back with everyone, and... Tell 
them. That по matter the new talent the Flashback Lights granted him, it meant so little. That he could 
not... Be her. 

With this resolve, Shuichi opened the door... 

"Неу-" 

And just as quickly closed it. 


Of all the students in the Academy, it had to be him. "Aw. At least, let me say something before you 
push me away!" 


Shuichi did not need to hear a single word more. Kokichi's voice still had this sickly warmth to it, 
dripping into his ears like a snake's venom. It must have been why he had been chosen as the Ultimate 
Reporter: he could have sold a mirror to a blind person, matches to a fireman, hope to a dead man. And it 
just had no business being this warm in their current situation. "| know what you're going to ask, Kokichi. 
The answer's still no." 

"C'mon! | just want one Super Duper Exclusive Interview! And l'm out of your hair." 

"Мо." 

"Please?" 

"Мо." 


“Pretty please?" 


и Мо!" 


шо surprised himself Бу the strength of his own voice. Kokichi probably was, too, since he fell into 
silence. 


"Oh. Well. | can't force you to answer, sooo..." Kokichi's voice dimmed, dragging along his words his feet 
on the linoleum. Shuichi noticed how hard his fingers tightened around the handle, and cautiously 
unwrapped his hand. "I suppose l'Il have to report on the bad news that even Kaede's protégé has given 
up...” 

Kaede. 


From now on, you're going to carry on my wish! You're going to protect everyone! 


Shuichi heard himself spin the handle, slowly opening the classroom door again. Despite his early 
assumption, Kokichi had barely moved. 


"One interview." 

"One," Kokichi repeated. 
“And then we're done." 
“Scout's honor!" 
"Alright, then-" 


Shuichi barely had time to move aside when Kokichi broke past him, leaving behind a trail of 
hastily-copied notes and crumpled papers. 


The Ultimate Reporter knotted his legs right on the desk. Tried to draw a few lines on his notebook. 
Shook his glitter pen up and down to unfreeze the ink. Shuichi saw many stars floating in it-and all were 
laughing in his ear. He noticed the mismatched socks up to Kokichi's knees, and somehow that careless 
presentation filled him with unease. 


Shuichi did not know, yet, what kind of loop Kokichi was planning to knock him for; but, slumping on an 
opposing chair, he had the bad feeling he had run right into it like a gleeful kid ata fair. 


"ОК! First, can you introduce yourself? For the people who don't know you already." 


"I'm..." Something sunk in his stomach, having for a split second forgotten his own name. “Shuichi 
Saihara. I've been called the Ultimate Supreme Leader, but...” 


"Who?" 

" What?" 

“Who's calling you that?" Kokichi clarified. 

“.. Well, my memories are still a bit fuzzy..." The Ultimate Reporter scribbled something, prompting him 
to go on: "| suppose someone had to give те the title, right?" Shuichi wondered if his past talent as the 
Ultimate Detective would help him decipher what Kokichi was actually writing-just from the shifts of his 
pen. He thought he saw the end make one loop too large for any kanji, but he did not point it out. The 
sooner they finished this so-called interview, the sooner he could be free from this headache. 


"What about your organization?" Kokichi raised his eyes from the notebook, brow creased at the logo 
оп Shuichi's cape. "D.I.C.E., right?" 


"Ah, it's only a small organization," Shuichi laughed weakly. "Besides, l'd only just taken the business 
back from my... my parents. You know, before the Ultimate Hunt." 


“Uh-uh," Kokichi audibly mouthed, unconvinced. "But what does your organization do, exactly?" 


"О.1.С.Е. is...” Shuichi stopped for a second, interrogating his own memories. "We're trying to help 
people who... Have been wronged by the judicial system. Outside of it." 


"So, kinda like Robin Hood?" 


"Like Robin Hood," Shuichi repeated, too happy that the Ultimate Reporter spared him from having to 
give too many details he could not provide. 


"That's pretty cool.” 
"... | guess it is." 


The Ultimate Reporter clicked his pen. "So, what will the Supreme Leader of D.I.C.E. do to stop the 
Killing Game?" 


And something clicked in Shuichi's mind as well. Though Kokichi might have become the Ultimate 
Reporter, when he looked at him, something betrayed his true nature. Maybe it was the attitude. The odd 
па f omite, Or the way he held the pen against the crease of his thumb, like a knife, ready to plunge down 

is flesh. 


"C'mon," Kokichi encouraged, "that's what our readers are dying to know! Are you going to find an 
escape route? Manage to unite the paranoids and the hopefuls against the Exisals? Or..." 


He untangled his legs and, in one swift move, pushed himself forward with elbows on the table, face 
close to Shuichi's. His smile stretched like a spider's thread. "Are you going to do it Kaede's way?" 


Kaede. 

Kaede sits next to Rantaro's body, his head like a ripe watermelon under the summer sun. She cries like 
everyone else when she sees the mess she's made, and she laughs when she's caught. She laughs and 
laughs and makes empty promises with half-dead kids. She laughs until her breathless mouth can't 
anymore, because she's hung to the ceiling. 

Kaede has killed. 

Kaede has been killed. 

"Shuichi." The voice brought him back from the memory. "I know it's a difficult question," he whispered, 
so quiet and intimate and un-Kokichi, it made a shudder crawl up the Supreme Leader's spine. "If you 
feel like they can't handle the truth, you could just... Lie." 

Lie? "What... Are you implying?" 

Kokichi pushed himself against his chair, carelessly slicking back some strands of hair into his ponytail. 

"People don't care about facts. They want stories. We give them tragedies, just so they feel better 


about their miserable lives. And when they're miserable, we give them heroes. And then they have stupid 
things to say to their friends and to feel smart about. That's journalism for ya!" 


He could sell hope to a dead man. That was what Shuichi had thought, and Kokichi was handing him 
the price tag. 


.. But he was not going to play into the Ultimate Reporter's little plan, whatever it was. 


hs Kaede," Shuichi finally resolved, breathing in, "thought it was the only way to find the mastermind." 
u t? " 


"Killing Rantaro." He clenched his teeth; though the very memory of the scene made Shuichi's stomach 
twist, he was determined not to be led around. "She wanted те to protect everyone, and l'Il respect her 
wish... But I'll do it оп my own terms." 


Рога split second, he thought he saw Kokichi's expression falter. Was he... Actually surprised? Sincerity 
was so foreign to his face, before Shuichi could bring attention to it, it was gone, the Ultimate Reporter 
burying his eyes behind his notebook again, scratching long lines frenetically. 


"| see, | see!" Shin. That was the kanji shin, Shuichi guessed. Perhaps his curiosity as the former 
Ultimate Detective was not entirely gone. "| must say, that was a veeery interesting interview. Do you 
have anything special to say to our readers, to conclude?” 


" Yes, actually." He gave a side look at the lockers. At the camera in the corner of the classroom. At 
whoever was watching them behind it. "Write this. For Rantaro. For Kaede. This is my promise, as the 
Ultimate Supreme Leader: | will end this Killing Game." 


Kokichi smiled, stabbing the page with one final dot. "| knew you'd say that." 
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"Fuck you," Fuyuhiko mutters under his breath. The only other noise in the room is the clacking of the 
joystick as he maneuvers his character on-screen, and the occasional click when he pulls the trigger on his 
gun. "Fucking camper. Try it again. | fucking dare you. I'll skin you alive." 


There, in his darkened dorm room, with the curtains drawn, Fuyuhiko is king. He doesn't have to worry 
about anything else; not about his family, or his classmates, or the horrible disappointment he knows he 
is. Such a disappointment, in fact, that his sister was chosen to be heir over him, the firstborn son of the 
Kuzuryuu clan's head. It's like they acknowledged him as a man just to spite him in the end by choosing 
her instead. Never, in the long history of the clan, has it been run by a woman. That long-standing 
misogynistic tradition is going to end, he figures, because all Fuyuhiko is good for is playing video games. 


He doesn't realize that his entire world is about to change with a single polite rap on his door. He 
recognizes the manner of the knock instantly. "JUST A SECOND!" he calls, loud enough to be heard. 
"LEMME FINISH THIS MATCH!" 


There's no response. He doesn't need one to know it's Peko on the other end. He's almost tempted to 
leave her hanging, grinding his teeth in frustration at the fact that she's approaching him here of all 
Вос Diane he tell her to stay away from him? To use this time to act as a normal girl, rather than a 
guard dog? 


She's always hung around him more than Natsumi. It pisses him off, frankly. Does she think he can't 
take care of himself? That he needs someone to protect him, because he's such a weakling? 


"She's dead." 


The words are spoken so casually by the blonde-haired girl. For a moment, it doesn't really sink in, even 
as Mahiru echoes her words in shock and confusion. The others stand there, unsure what to do, Satou 
retreating to hover beside Mahiru almost protectively. Mikan blinks, glancing at the two for a moment, 
then back to the girl lying on the floor. Her head is soaked in crimson blood, and she doesn't move. 


Before he addresses the person at his door, he pulls his shirt off, grabs his binder, and wriggles himself 
into it before getting dressed again. It's probably just Peko, like he thought, but better safe than sorry. 


The Ultimate Gamer heads to his door, avoiding the clutter and debris on his floor, carefully weaving 
his way through without stepping on any errant game discs or consoles. He unlocks the multiple bolts 
that lead to the hallway, and then opens the door just a crack. Exactly as expected, Peko is standing 
there, waiting patiently. 


Someone screams, an ear-splitting shriek that makes Mikan cower and cover her sensitive musician's 
ears. 


"Shut up!" Hiyoko snaps. Mikan realizes the scream came from her own throat. Strange, how she 
doesn't understand what her own body is doing at the moment. "The culprit might still be nearby!" 


"Young Master." Fuyuhiko almost slams the door in her face right then and there. The impulse is there, 
but he hesitates. Something about the cadence of her voice, the way she's holding herself.. nobody else 
would ever be able to tell, but he's always been able to read Peko like a book. Nobody pays that kind of 
attention to her but him. 


Satou flinches. "N-nearby..?" 


"| mean.. this.. looks like someone murdered her," Hiyoko mutters, looking at the body again. She 
fiddles with her camera, clutching it between small hands engulfed in the sleeves of her blazer. 


So, begrudgingly, he opens the door, and allows her to come inside. She closes the door behind her, and 
then turns to face him, her face paler than usual, her eyes haunted. "What?" Fuyuhiko grumbles, even as 
he feels a chill go down his spine. "It better be important.." For her to disobey his direct orders like this, it 
would take a death in the family. 


Ibuki finally speaks. "Huh!? Murdered!?" She raises her hands to her head, the sleeves of her furisode 
flowing down as she grips her hair. "What!? When!? How!? Who!? Why!? Where!?" 


Oh, shit. Did his father finally bite it? He pauses, unable to stop the mix of hope and fear that crosses 
his freckled face. If Peko picks up on it or not, he'll never know, because what she says next makes him 
forget everything else exists for the moment. 


"ме know where," Mahiru mutters, irate. Cautiously, she approaches the body. She kneels down to 
touch the dead girl, moving mechanically, her training taking over her natural instinct to draw back. 
Mikan notices Satou watching her, but there's nothing unusual about that. The two of them are close, 
after all. They went to the same school together, before being scouted as the Ultimate Nurse and the 
Ultimate Archer, respectively. 


"It's... your sister. She's been killed." 


The world falls out from under him. He stares, blank-eyed, at Peko, his mouth open, but nothing coming 
out. His entire body goes cold, and it's not responding to him. He knows he should say something, do 
something, but... he can't. He's never been good in a crisis. Not like Natsumi, the scariest motherfucker 
he's ever known aside from their parents. She and Peko have always been the ones to deal with this shit. 


"her body's still really warm," Mahiru states, brows furrowed. "I think Ніуоко is right...” 


It's then that Mikan finally recognizes the girl on the floor. Natsumi Kuzuryuu, member of Class 77-A, 
the same class Satou is in... the Ultimate Yakuza. Twin sister of her own classmate, Fuyuhiko Kuzuryuu, 
the Ultimate Gamer. Mikan never interacted with her much, but from what she remembers, the yakuza 
heir was always just as challenging and hot-tempered as Hiyoko, but with the strength to back it up. 


And according to Peko, Natsumi is dead. How? How the fuck did anyone get the drop on her? She is-- 
was-- the Ultimate Yakuza, and Peko her Ultimate Bodyguard. If anyone so much as looked at her wrong, 
she'd cut their throats. 


Her eyes round as saucers, she looks at Satou. The two of them were always fighting... but no. Satou 
would never do something like this, right? 


"..what?" he croaks. He sounds so fucking stupid, and lost, and confused. Like a deer in headlights, 
about to get splattered all over somebody's windshield. 


She sees Satou looking back at her, and she flinches instinctively. "U-um..!" She feels the need to 
speak, to draw attention away from her suspicion. "W-what should we do...!? 


"Someone at the school," Peko continues, like she's speaking around a lump in her throat. Is she 
mourning Natsumi? Or is she frightened for herself, for failing to protect her employer? It's probably the 
former, Fuyuhiko reasons. Peko is never frightened for herself. He always has to do it for her. "Someone 
at the school.. killed her." 


"Isn't it obvious?" Hiyoko says, glaring at the taller girl, hands on her hips. "We act like we were never 
Pob | en want the cops bothering us, апа І especially don't want that shitty NEET pestering us about 
what we know!" 


Where previously he was frozen in place, now he feels himself engulfed with red-hot anger. Someone 
at the school. That's almost as bad as killing her at fucking home. The fury grows, and grows, until it's 
swallowed him whole, burning him alive. 


That shitty NEET, huh...? Is she referring to...? 
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Ifthey were two normal kids, this might be the part where they embraced each other, holding the other 
until they were able to calm down and think reasonably. But neither of them are normal, and they simply 
stare at each other, unable to make a move to comfort the other. The grief, the helplessness, the rage, 
simply eats them alive from the inside instead. Fuyuhiko finds himself thinking how ridiculously 
чае it is, that they've known each other all their lives, and yet neither is able to do this one simple 
thing. 


Пе can't offer her any comfort, but һе can offer her retribution. "We'll make them рау. No matter 
what." 


“...оЁ course." Peko's response is clinical, almost automatic. 


Somehow, Fuyuhiko can tell he chose the wrong dialogue option. Instead of relenting, he bites his 
tongue and looks away, his shoulders shaking. 


К < b». 


Natsumi's wake is quiet and somber, unusual for any event involving the Kuzuryuu family. Fuyuhiko 
doesn't talk, nor does he cry, for the entirety of the event. He trudges back to campus with a heavy 
burden in his heart, passing Hiyoko, Mahiru, and Satou, who don't notice him as he skulks by. 


The direction they're coming from is... odd. He can't help but stop and stare, just for а moment, before 
retracing their steps, towards the back of the school. A lid on one of the trash cans is slightly ajar, and he 
can see a tiny, Hiyoko-sized footprint in some of the sludge that's accumulated there on the ground. 

Inside the trash can is a picture of a broken flower vase in the room next to the music room. 

Fuyuhiko isn't necessarily the most intelligent guy around. His brow furrows, and he considers dropping 
it and leaving it be. But then the gears start turning in his head, and everything clicks into place, like it 
does when he's solving a puzzle ina game. 

His golden eyes narrow. His grip on the picture tightens, until the photograph crumples beneath the 
pressure and his knuckles turn white. The official conclusion reached by the police was that a pervert had 
snuck into the school, killed Natsumi, stolen some swimsuits, and then escaped through the window... 
but he'd known better. There was just no way Natsumi had been killed by someone so obvious. 

The culprit hadn't escaped through the window. The culprit had been there all along. 


His vision goes black 


"| will never... | will never forgive her!" 
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When Sonia had asked Peko to make a speech reassuring the people of Novoselic, Peko hadn't even 
considered saying no. For all that she apparently had the skills of the Ultimate Princess now, she was still 
more comfortable following orders than giving them. 


Besides, she had it easy compared to the Kuzuryuus. She didn't have to rely on muscle memory to forge 
a sword or nurture a rare orchid. She just had to talk. She'd faced worse. 


Except that it turned out that nothing was that simple for royalty, even for an acting princess who was 
only there as a favor for a classmate. There were consultations, fittings, and clothes that cost more than 
a year of tuition in the Reserve Course. And at the end of it all, she could barely recognize her own 
reflection. 


It wasn't that Peko had never worn anything nice before. The clan's reputation would suffer if it looked 
like they couldn't afford to take care of their tools. But that had always been what it was: the decorative 
stand on which you'd rest a blade, a pretty accent to tie the rest of the room together. It had never been 
about showing off Peko herself. 


This dress was designed to make her the center of attention. The skirt was long and draped in layers of 
tulle, nothing she could move in quickly. The gauzy shoulders would barely protect her from the cold, let 
alone ап incoming attack. 


Not that she could protect herself from an incoming attack either, at the moment. She couldn't protect 
anyone. 


It was a thought that would have paralyzed her if she lan about it for too long, so she didn't. 
Instead she stepped out of the dressing room to present herself for the Kuzuryuus' inspection. After all, 
no matter what was written on her student handbook, her duty to the clan came first. 


Natsumi whistled when she saw her, which drew a glare from Fuyuhiko. Given that the first words out 
of his mouth were, "Goddamn, you look amazing," Peko wasn't sure what he was objecting to. 
Instinctively, Peko reached for her kendo training to keep from fidgeting in embarrassment. Of course, 
what she found was comportment training, which had her lifting her chin in acknowledgment even as she 
wanted to shrink away from the attention. "The tailors did an impressive job," she said. “It seems like 
such a waste." 


Fuyuhiko narrowed his eyes. "What are you talking about?" His voice was so flat it barely sounded like 
a question. 


"Well, I'm not a real princess, and I'm not going to be acting as one for very long." The words came 
БЕЗІН as long as Peko didn't think about what she was saying. “Why should they go to all this trouble just 
or me?" 


"Okay, first of all, you have your fancy Hope's Peak paperwork that says you're a princess right now, so 
the а а you're nota ‘real’ опе is bullshit,” Natsumi said. She drew breath to continue, but Fuyuhiko 
cut her off. 


"More importantly," he said, "they're doing it because you look good and they want to. For once you 
don't have to fade into the background. You should make the most of it.” 


"| was getting to that,” Natsumi muttered. 


Peko had over a decade of memories telling her not to argue with Fuyuhiko, but her new instincts 
demanded she make her stance known, and she wasn't yet accustomed to them enough to shut them 
down the way she should. "| don't know how.” 


She winced as she saw his face cloud with anger, but it was Natsumi's turn to interrupt her brother. 
“Sure you do, that's the whole point. You just have to follow your instincts. It's like in kendo, right?" 
"In kendo, | don't have an entire nation relying on my abilities," Peko said. "If I falter, the only one who 
gets hurt is myself.” 


Natsumi rested her hand against her chin. “Okay, | get what you're trying to say, but like, the whole 
thing with kendo is that you have a sword. You can definitely hurt someone else.” 


"Yeah, but hurting someone else is the point," Fuyuhiko pointed out. "That's not making a mistake, 
that's being good at her job." He turned to Peko. "Which you are, obviously. You just need to use it for 
making a speech instead of stabbing a guy.” 

"| don't know if that's how this works," Peko said. 

"Sure it is, you heard what those scientists said." Fuyuhiko glanced away. "Not that | understood 90% 
of the shit coming out of their mouths, but they were pretty clear about how your level of talent should 
have stayed the same.” 

"Besides, it's like trying to form an alliance with a rival clan," Natsumi said. "You've got to get rid of the 
pests, monitor its growth, water it regularly...” She trailed off as she noticed Peko hiding a smile behind 
her hand. "Fuck! You know what | mean.” 


"Honestly, you're just proving my point,” Fuyuhiko said. "After all, you having the patience for 
gardening is way more unbelievable than Peko making a good speech.” 


"Shut up." Natsumi smacked the back of Fuyuhiko's head. “And | don't need to prove your point, I've got 
my own point and | don't need you." 


"Really? And what is it?” 

"That Peko's going to do great." 

"That is literally my point!” 

A soft noise took them all by surprise. It took Peko a second to realize that she was laughing. The sound 
was, of course, clear and lovely, the image of nobility. Or maybe that was what Peko's laugh always 
sounded like. She was just overwhelmingly grateful to have heard it at all. 


Тһе Kuzuryuus both looked incredibly pleased with themselves. "You see?" Natsumi said. "You just 
need to do that and everyone will love you." 


Peko bit her lip. "І don't know about that...” 
“Nah, she's right,” Fuyuhiko said. 


"| just told you | don't need you, stop trying to take credit.” Natsumi's attempt to sound annoyed was 
undermined by the grin still on her face. 


For all that Peko still wasn't convinced that she would be able to live up to the people's expectations, 
especially when they had Sonia to compare her to, she was willing to give it her all of it meant she could 
steal a few more moments of this cheerful peace. 


She was still a tool. She knew that she may have to put this aside at any moment, and then she would 
do her duty and shut down any weakness or regrets. But she was also a princess for the next few days. 


Maybe she could enjoy it. 
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The glare of the spotlight, the flash of cameras, the stares of strangers — they 
are all things Shuichi Saihara is familiar with. Shuichi has felt the weight of 
people's gazes for as long as he could remember. 


It's exhausting, having people constantly watch his every move, criticisms ready at the tip of 
Te tongue if he falls a step out of line. But he's tried to meet people's expectations as best as he 


could. 

He ignored the perspiration that rolled down his back, the slight tremble of his fingers whenever he held 
an instrument. He kept his posture straight and played for the crowd while suffocating under their gazes. 
He persisted until he couldn't anymore. 
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Some parts of his memories аге а blur. Не only remembers the terrible feeling eating away at him 
whenever he was asked to play. 


So when the invitation to Hope's Peak Academy came, it made his stomach turn. 
But he couldn't reject the offer. 


His uncle's hand was so gentle and affectionate as he ruffled Shuichi's hair, pride and relief shining in 
his eyes when Shuichi had worked up the courage to pick up an instrument again. 


If he said he didn't want to attend Hope's Peak, his family would accept it. They've always been 
supportive of him. Always. 


His uncle wasn't quick enough to hide his disappointment when he said he wasn't sure if he wanted to 
attend. 


His family would support him either way, but disappointing them hurt. 


The proud and tearful smiles that were directed at him when he said that he was going to attend 
Hope's Peak Academy makes him think he made the right decision. 


He hopes he made the right decision. 
Ke RP» Д 
His classmates are strange. 


They're rowdy and rambunctious. It can bea little too much sometimes, their enthusiasm tiring him out 
on occasion. But it's never dull. 


He taps a pen to his chin, as he watches them. 


Angie was trying to coax Kaito into a losing bet, Kokichi kept stealing things from Kiibo's desk every 
time he looked away, Kaede and Tenko were discussing something in hushed voices in a corner of the 
classroom, Miu was trying to drag Tsumugi out of the classroom despite the latter's protests of class 
starting soon. 

His eyes meet Вапғаго 5, who gives him an easy smile and waves. 

Shuichi feels his own lips quirking up as he returns the friendly gesture. 


Maybe the few years т Hope's Peak Academy wouldn't be so bad after all. 


K < b». 


"Say, Shuichi.. | have a question." Kokichi breaks their comfortable silence one day, on a quiet 
afternoon when they were the only ones in the common room. Kokichi was doodling on Kiibo's textbooks 
while Shuichi worked on cleaning his clarinet. "Why don't you play the violin anymore?" 

The mouthpiece slips from Shuichi's hand. 

"You used to perform a lot as a kid, right? Your original title was the 'Ultimate Violinist' too," Kokichi 
continues, his voice resonating through the room, even with the blood rushing to Shuichi's ears. "So isn't 
it kinda weird how you haven't played it once since entering Hope's Peak? I've seen you play every other 
instrument so far, but not the violin." Kokichi finally turns to face him, and ever so casually, he says, "I 
wonder why." 

He picks up the dropped mouthpiece. "I don't— | don't know what you're talking about." 

Kokichi's eyes are piercing and calculative as he looks at Shuichi. "Don't you?" 

Shuichi's grip tightens on his clarinet as his jaws clench. 


It felt like Kokichi was trying to pry him open. The knowing glint in Kokichi's eyes made his heart pound 
faster. He knew that any attempt at lying won't work on Kokichi. 


"|—" 

The common room door sliding open is accompanied by the sound of footsteps. Kiibo's shocked shriek 
of terror at the state of his ruined textbooks cuts him off, saving Shuichi from saying anything. Kokichi's 
pensive expression immediately melts away into a mischievous smirk as he falls into his usual banter 
with Kiibo. Shuichi takes the opportunity to quickly take his leave. 


He doesn't reply to Kiibo's greeting on the way. 
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"If you don't want to talk about it, that's okay.” Kaede's voice is soft and quiet as she lays а hand over 
his own clenched fist on the piano bench. There's something sad and accepting іп Kaede's eyes when she 
looks at him. "But | would love to hear you play the violin again. Not because you're the Ultimate 
Musician, but because you're you; Shuichi Saihara, a dear friend." 

She squeezes his hand and gives him a smile that's so achingly gentle, Shuichi has to look away. 


It's hard to speak past the lump in his throat, but Shuichi squeezes her hand back and wonders... 
Is it really that simple? 


К< b» Д 


No one is іп sync when they're singing happy birthday to Kaito. But Kaito didn't seem to mind, judging 
by his strangely scrunched up face in an attempt to not cry. 


"Shuichi! Shuichi!" Angie chants, skipping her way over to him, bouncing on the soles of her feet. "Are 
you taking requests yet? You have to play a song tonight! It will to help Kaito have better luck for the 
year!" 

His fingers give an involuntary twitch. 


"Sure," he replies anyway. "What song did you want me to play?" 
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Angie gestures for him to lean down and whispers in his ears the name of a pop song that was popular 
a few years back. 


"Bring us blessings and good fortune with your beautiful music once again, okay Shuichi?" Angie 
playfully pats him on the shoulder before skipping her way back to the food table. 


To help Kaito have better luck, was it? 

Shuichi huffs under his breath. and unlocks his violin case. 

Не can't let his friend have bad luck again, can һе? 

He takes a moment to appreciate the beautiful instrument before picking it up. 


The violin feels heavy but familiar on his collarbone, and there's an odd tingling sensation in his 
fingertips when he holds up the bow. 


There's an excited hush in the room as everyone waits for him to start playing. Shuichi's acutely aware 
of the fifteen pairs of eyes on him. 


But for some reason, they don't feel as heavy today. 


He gently applies pressure to the strings, pulling his bow along them. The first note is weak and 
uncertain, and Shuichi shifts to fix his posture. The tremor in his fingers stops as he drags out the second. 


And by the third note, the tension leaves his body. 


Years of practise and instinct take over as his hands move on their own, constructing a warm and 
playful tune that resonates through the common room. 


Angie laughs and cheers out loud, dragging the others to dance with her. Her main target, Kaito, joins 
her with enthusiasm after Angie tells him that it'll bring him luck. 


Shuichi watches his friends laugh and bump into each other, shuffling their feet awkwardly in 
something vaguely resembling a group dance. 


It's as much of a disaster as their singing was. 

Shuichi feels lips twitch upwards. 

When the first song ended, as per usual, Shuichi was left with a list of en requests from his 
classmates. Each one more bizarre and ridiculous than the next. He can already tell that his fingers are 
going to be sore by the time reaches the end of the list. 


"Hey." Kaede's hand is firm on his shoulder. "You don't have to keep playing, you know." Her eyes аге 
concerned and searching as she looks at him. 


"| know." Shuichi gives her a smile. "But it's fun, playing for everyone.” 
He looks at the violin in his hand, the sight of it no longer upsetting. 
"| think I'm okay," he tells her. 


And for once, he truly believes it. 
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In some ways, the countdown is the most exhilarating part, the pause before the camera's on and her 
every word and expression can be analyzed to the finest detail. A plan can only get you so far—a script 
can only get you so far. When that red light starts flashing, there will be no double-checking, no 
revisions. Just her and her own charm. 


And frankly, that's just what Tsumugi wants. 


She grins as the red light comes on, the familiar flutter of nerves forcing the words out of her. After all, 
her audience is waiting. "Welcome back to the Ultimate Scoop, your one-stop shop for gossip, news, and 
interviews! I'm your Ultimate Show Host, Tsumugi Shirogane, and the Ultimate Photographer Maki 
Harukawa is acting as our lovely window to an in-depth, eye-level view of all Ulti-Con has to offer!" 


Tsumugi takes in the clamor with a smile. It's overwhelming, all the smells and 
sights and people, but in a way, that's what makes it exhilarating. She only 
hopes she can bring that joy to her viewers as well. 


"As you can see, the floor at Ulti-Con is alive with artists, writers, cosplayers, 
and every other breed of fan you can imagine!" 


When she spots Kaede's head popping up from a nearby booth, she sees her 
opportunity and takes it. She waves, and Kaede eagerly comes trotting over, so 
Tsumugi launches into her segment. 


"Coming up to us now is the Ultimate Voice Actor, Kaede Akamatsu! You 
may know her from her role in Celestial Warrior, Star Destroyer, but she's 
also been in a number of prominent roles over the years, such as—" 


"Kaede's gone," Maki interrupts. 
Tsumugi whirls, only able to watch as Kaede gets swept into a wave of 


fan fervor, gladly signing autographs, taking pictures, and recording 
special messages on request. 


Panic thrums against her chest, but Tsumugi shoves it down with vigor. After all, 
she wouldn't be the Ultimate Show Host if she folded under pressure. 


"Never fear, viewers! | promise you there's so much more to conventions 
than just the celebrity guests! The real heart and soul of a convention is its 
fans!" Tsumugi takes a step backward, gesturing for Maki to follow her 
as they fight against the current of the crowd. It's a difficult balancing 

act, but Tsumugi just knows it'll show up gorgeously on camera. 


"Right now I'm taking you into the true heart of a convention—artist's 
alley! Here is where the creative talent comes to life!" 


"1$ that Ibuki?" Maki asks. Before Tsumugi can stop her, she turns in 
Ibuki's direction. 


"Ни!" lbuki flashes double peace signs. She's always been a natural in front of the camera, and while 
Tsumugi hadn't meant for her segment to turn into a showcase featuring all her classmates, she'll work 
with what she's given. 


After all, The Ultimate Scoop: The Ultimate Showcase is a very alluring title. 


"|t seems that Ulti-Con is alive and thriving with some of the best Hope's Peak Academy can offer!" 
Tsumugi says. While she'd rather have a cameraperson that didn't get distracted so easily, she's working 
on a budget and she has to make do with what she has. A little unpredictability never hurt anyone, right? 
"Here we have Ibuki Mioda, the Ultimate Fanfic Writer! Ibuki, can you give us a preview of what you 
have set out today?" 


"Heck yeah, check it out!" Ibuki grins, pulling up a hardcover book as thick as her wrist. The cover is 
embossed with gold script that reads, From Saturn to Sigma Phi. "| got my buddy in publishing to print 
one hundred copies of my most popular fic. Check it! It's even got gilded pages and chapter art!" 

"Very impressive! Is it true that the last chapter you published crashed the website?" 

Ibuki beams, the pride on her face unmistakable. "Twice." 

"And how have sales been?" 


“Ugh, I'm so bummed | didn't order more! It hasn't even been a full day and I'm almost out of copies! 
I'm probably gonna run out before lunch!" 


Tsumugi turns to fully face the camera, giving the audience at home her brightest smile. "You heard it 
IE first, folks! If you're interested in your own copy of From Saturn to Sigma Phi, you might wanna 
urry!" 


But before she can guide the camera away, Ibuki hops back into frame. "And if you happen to see Kaede 
Akamatsu, send her my way! She's the last VA | need to get to sign my personal сору." She holds up her 
own copy of the book, complete with a custom bookmark. 


"Don't you know her already?" 


"Of course I do! It's all about ala Mugi. Ti—ming! Which is why I've been 
holding onto to this copy for months for this exact con!" 


"Well, you might wanna hurry,” Maki says. "Last we saw, she was doing 
autographs by the entrance hall." 


"She's where?" Ірикі shrieks. She bounces up, only remembering a second 
later that she has a booth to man, and somehow she makes that Tsumugi's 
problem. "Hey, be a pal and watch the booth for me, thank you!" 


"|buki, we're running a segment! We—" But it's no use. Ibuki is already 
long gone. 


"| сап go collect some crowd shots,” Maki offers after a beat of silence. 
It's ап empty offer, since Maki's specialty is capturing still life, but 
Tsumugi appreciates it regardless. 


"It's fine. Maybe | can call т a favor or—" 


There аге few things Tsumugi would consider a nightmare when she's 
filming, but Miu Iruma's existence is one of them. 


Miu waves at them from across the alley and—oh no, it's too late. Maki's already got the camera 
focused on her. Why does Tsumugi keep letting her do that? 


“Oh. Hithere, Miu.” Tsumugi keeps up the smile, but it feels like she has pins in the corners of her mouth, 
holding the grin in place by force. "| didn't realize you'd be selling here." 


“Oh, hell yeah! Fuck, as the Ultimate Artist, | сап do anything | want! And | prefer making virgins wank 
it to my beautiful visage." 


Tsumugi's eyes stray upward, immediately honing in on the body pillows Miu has made of herself. What 
does one even say about that? What can one say? 


She puts a hand on top of Maki's camera, making sure she doesn't do exactly what Tsumugi expects 
she'd do and look right up at the treasure trove of unairable content. 


But Tsumugi wouldn't Бе the Ultimate Show Host if she couldn't think fast on her feet. "Wait! That 
means you can watch Ibuki's booth in her absence, yes?" She wrangles Maki's camera, turning it once 
again in her direction. “Isn't the fan culture inspiring, viewers? Artist helping artist, the sense of 
community it creates. And we haven't even reached the main event!" 


She gestures for Maki to follow her, fleeing as quickly as she can without looking like she's running 
away. 


“Hey, don't forget my website! That's www.miuswaifucollection.com!" Miu shouts after her. Tsumugi 
can only pray the mics didn't pick it up. 


After that, Tsumugi decides no more detours. Which normally, would be a shame, considering the wide 
variety of artists just begging to be interviewed, but they're already running late and she won't risk 
another Miu-type interviewee. 


It's an increasing fight to keep the mask up, but it's easier once she goes into her next segment. The 
semi-scripted bits always work to help her feel in her element. 


“Now, viewers, | hope you're ready, because we're about to see the bread and butter of Ulti-Con—the 
cosplay contest! My dear classmate Tenko Chabashira has volunteered to give us a full tour of her 
cosplay this year. So let's take a look, shall we?” 


She leads Maki back to the "dressing room,” which is a shoddy set of curtains designed to keep the 
rapidly forming audience from seeing the cosplayers until they're onstage. 


Tenko spots the duo immediately, pulling Tsumugi into a hug as a greeting. 
"There you are, Tsumugi! | thought you weren't going to make it!" 


Tsumugi grins, trying not to think about everything that held them up. "We 
had a few detours, but it's no matter! Now, if l'm correct, you're cosplaying 
as the main character from Neko Neko Natsume, correct?" 


"With some modifications of course!" Tenko chirps. She does a spin, and 
her multi-colored, multi-patterned jacket flutters in the breeze. "It 
won't surprise you to hear that Mimi Natsume was designed by a 
degenerate male, so | took it upon myself to change the outfit 
into something more befitting!" 


Tenko spins again, this time nearly hitting Maki in the face 
with her hair. 


"I've brought up the neckline, lengthened the skirt, and 
added patterned leggings!" 


Tsumugi coos appreciatively. "How creative! And advertiser-friendly as well! Now, if you win, this will 
be your third year taking first prize, isn't it?" 


"Exactly! And our deal is still on. If І win, l'Il give all your lovely viewers a cosplay tutorial!" 


"Then I'm sure you have everyone viewing rooting for you! | know | am! Tenko, would you like to join me 
in doing the honors?" 


“Absolutely!” 


She and Tsumugi stand back to back, grinning manically as they point to the camera and recite 
Tsumugi's signature sendoff. 


"And viewers, there's your... 
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BY GOLDEN-REDHEAD 


His Lab gets opened first. 


He sneaks there at night, fora moment simply admiring the piano standing proudly in the middle of the 
room. It's a comforting sight, a speck of familiarity among all the chaos the last few days have been. His 
fingers hover above the keys and he finds himself unsure how to proceed, his thoughts a scattered mess 
that he can't pick out a song from. He's desperate to play something familiar, something comforting, but 
unable to come up with anything. 


Kaito closes his eyes and leans back against the chair, the memory of Kaede's execution still fresh, 
trapped beneath his eyelids. 


With a resigned sigh, he braces himself and begins to play the haunting tune of 'Clair de Lune’. 


The soft glow of the moon sneaks in through the spaces where the curtains part and into his Lab, the 
night peaceful and the familiar melody the only sound in the otherwise silent Academy. 


Somehow, it feels right. 
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With Kaede gone, it feels like everyone's falling apart. 


She was the glue that kept them together, even if just for a moment, and without her any illusion of 
normalcy is gone. 


So... he steps in. 
CY 
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His grandmother taught him how to play. It was her warm eyes and gentle touch guiding his hands over 
the black and white keys, her dark eyes crinkling in a smile whenever he looked up looking for kind words 
of encouragement. 


She was the one who told him stories about the heroes. They had sidekicks and capes, and Kaito 
remembers thinking that one day, he'll be just like them. 


He remembers telling her that and he remembers the warmth of her body when she pulled him into a 
hug and told him that she knows. 


— AA 


Shuichi smiles nervously at his side, the Ultimate Analyst fidgeting in his seat as Kaito reaches across 
the table for more mashed potatoes, flashing a grateful smile Kirumi's way. He shoves a generous 
spoonful into his mouth and chews with gusto. After all, he needs all the energy he can get. 


"Don't worry, sidekick," he says confidently, slapping his hand against Shuichi's back with way too 
much force, momentarily leaving him breathless. "Everything's gonna be just fine!" 
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Nothing's gonna be just fine. 


Kaito coughs and coughs and coughs, body slumped against the bathroom sink as he struggles to catch 
his breath. The pain swells in his chest and strikingly pink blood splatters over the tiles, hot tears 
prickling the corners of his eyes and threatening to spill. His knuckles go white where his grip around the 
edges of the sink tightens. 


He's never felt more helpless in his life. 


It takes a while until the ache in between his ribs fades into something more manageable and draws a 
big, greedy breath, forcing the air back into his lungs. 


The sudden overwhelming exhaustion crashes into him and he raises his head and forces his trembling 
hands to move and splash the pleasantly cold water over his face. 


For the first time since forever, he doesn't feel like playing. 


CA 
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That night, Kaito's legs carry him out of the dorms and then outside, leading him in the direction of his 
Lab almost automatically. 


The sky above is dark, dotted with thousands of stars glowing softly in the near darkness. The sight of 
it is mesmerizing and he finds himself stopping, unable to pry his eyes away. Kaito has a vague memory 
of his childhood, his grandfather sitting him outside and pointing out different constellations, one by 
one. He couldn't really see the patterns his grandfather swore were there, but just sitting there, tucked 
against his side, was enough. 


The stars twinkle down at him, scattered across the dark firmament of the sky and stretching as far as 
his eyes could see. 


The sight fills him with a sense of longing, an ache somewhere deep in his chest that he can't explain. 
It's like a distant memory, one that he can't quite reach, buried in some dark corner of his mind. 


His fingers twitch at his side. 


The urge to play is still there and stronger than ever, but he doesn't make it to his Lab that night. 
Instead, he settles on the dew-soaked ground, staring at the stars until they fade away, chased away by 


the morning light. 
— AA 


Hoshi's gone and so is Kirumi. They are soon followed by Angie, Tenko, Miu and Korekiyo. And then it's 
Gonta's turn. 


Once the trial is over and the smell of burning flesh becomes way too familiar, Kaito storms out of the 
ma grounds, pointedly ignoring the way Maki and Shuichi's eyes follow him until he disappears behind 
the corner. 


Kaito shakes with barely contained fury, the ringing in his ears so loud it drowns out the sounds of the 
piano almost entirely. He pays little attention to the angry, forceful notes, only vaguely aware of which 
song he's even playing. 


He doesn't know a better way of coping. He could slam his fist against the wall, but what good would 
that do? He knows from experience that it's not the best method of conflict resolution. Besides, it 
usually results in bloody knuckles and broken fingers. 


That black, solid piano standing in the middle of his Lab is the only thing that seems to be keeping him 
sane nowadays. He can't afford to lose it. 
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Kokichi asked him once if he believed in predestination, the devilish smile for once gone from his face 
and replaced with that blank, empty expression that he gets sometimes. 


Kaito doesn't think һе does. However, now when he can feel the cold steel beneath his back and the 
hydraulic press looms above him, he thinks that maybe he should. 


Because it all feels so awfully familiar - almost like it happened before, almost like some wicked form 
of déja vu - and he just can't seem to remember how it all ends. 


Kokichi's plan is nothing short of crazy, but in some strange, twisted way it also makes perfect sense. 
It feels right, the same way that playing the piano does. 


So he gets on that hydraulic press and he lets Kokichi start it, watches in mute horror as it descends 
from above, closer and closer, until he can feel the cold metal against the tip of his nose and feels that 
this is it, this is how it ends. 


But then, by some miracle, the press comes to a stop and he scrambles to get off, accompanied by 
Kokichi's breathless giggles as he asks if he thought he'd let him die like this. 


Не did. The thing about Kokichi is that you never know what to expect. But, with a startling realization, 
Kaito realizes that the worst is yet to come. 


Kokichi almost trips over his own feet while getting down the stairs. Once he finally reaches him at the 
bottom, he throws his arms around Kaito's neck. The pianist catches him awkwardly, both of them 
stumbling as Kokichi giggles drunkedly. 


"Oops," һе wheezes way too close to Kaito's ear, leaning against him heavily. Не can feel the warm 
blood soaking through his white shirt. This close, Kokichi's eyes are bright with fever. 


Kaito grimaces, but holds him anyway. 


It's pathetic, really. Both of them are. 


— £A 


Ultimately, Kaito is a coward. 


Shuichi and Maki look at him as if he has all of the answers. Kaito wishes he could tell them that it was 
all Kokichi, that he did nothing except let him take the bullet for all of them. 


In certain cultures, there are mourning songs. Dirge, he thinks they're called. He vaguely recognizes the 
one playing during his execution as one. The notes are slow and solemn, one final low blow, courtesy of 
Monokuma. It's nothing like him. 

He doesn't want to be remembered that way, but in a strange way it's almost fitting. 


No matter what universe, he was always meant to be a fallen hero. 
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The blood sprayed on her cheek was not her own. It was lucky that only her face was soiled, not her 
clothes as well. Still, as Celeste perused the dead bodies at her feet, all she felt was disgust. It was clear 
these were only henchmen; after all, this had been a warning. It was irritating she had to take care of 
something so beneath her, but her only choices were to bow her head and obey. 


A life debt to the mafia was no simple thing to break from. If they would have her be their "Ultimate 
Swordswoman", then so be it. 


Celeste caught her own reflection as she wiped the blood on her handkerchief—the jewels and gold that 
made her earrings, one of her own creations, glittered in the afternoon sun. She smiled. 
She would much rather be the Ultimate Jeweler. 


Celeste sheathed her sword and left the scene in unhurried steps. She had an advantage in her unique 
appearance: she appeared too delicate, too much a model rather than a killer. Even in this dingy 
neighborhood, she was confident in her ability to lie her way out of any suspicions. 


What she didn't expect, however, was to find one of her classmates ina place like this. They both came 
to a stop, and the eyes of Kyoko Kirigiri bore into hers. 


Of all the people... 


"What do | owe the pleasure, detective?" Celeste asked, allowing a tinge of surprise 
to color her tone. 


She tilted her head slightly. "| didn't expect to bump into you like so." 


Kyoko didn't shift, her entire focus on Celeste. "Same here. Strange place for 
you to be, isn't it? 


"Quite." Celeste sighed. "But sometimes we must make sacrifices for the sake of 
our lifework." 


"Meaning?" 


"| just so happened to have a client in the area. A very particular one, insisted 
we meet in person," Celeste explained smoothly. 


Kyoko's eyes narrowed. "І suppose some caution is required, when dealing 
with jewels." 


"Indeed." 
Celeste adjusted the parasol she carried so the shadow obscured her face 
but didn't avert her gaze. There was no battle against Kyoko Kirigiri that 
could be won by showing a clear sign of weakness. 


"What an interesting story," Kyoko muttered. She put a hand to her chin. "Do 


you know why I'm here today?" 


"| can only assume you're busy investigating, detective." 


"| was asked to look into underground activity involving the mafia. We have good reason to believe 
something will happen today." A slight smirk appeared on Kyoko's lips. "Or has already happened." 


Celeste hardened. The practiced warmness of her voice turned into steel. "And why are you telling me 
as much?" 


"Because | thought you'd have something to say about it." 


The silence was thick. Celeste was stiff with the strain of not showing her emotions outwardly. Her 
eyebrow twitched. 


"What?" 

"I'm sure someone was killed. Or multiple people were." 

"And what does that have to do with те?" 

"Do you think І II find your fingerprints at the scene?" Kyoko asked in that clinical voice that unnerved 
their classmates. "No, not likely. You're not the type to be that careless. But how about... 
Celeste's hand tightened on the handle of her parasol. 

"Hair, maybe. It's easy—" 


Celeste took a step forward. The handle of her parasol came off. A thin blade appeared and was 
pointed to Kyoko's neck. 


"—to get a DNA sample from a single strand," Kyoko finished. 


Celeste bared her teeth. The blade was pressed against Kyoko's neck, and a thin stripe of blood fell 
from her windpipe to her collarbones. 


"Whatever game you're playing, Kyoko Kirigiri, | do not enjoy it," Celeste hissed. 


"So that's where you keep that," Kyoko commented, nonplussed. She had gone cross-eyed in her 
attempt to take a good look at the blade. 


It was a beautiful thing; Celeste had designed it herself. The roses 
engraved into the metal were highlighted in gold. The thin handle was 
perfect for hiding an equal, elegant blade, innocuously carried in the 
parasol that served as its scabbard. 


"Are you saying you knew about me?" 


"| had my suspicions. "That insufferable smirk grew. "And you just 
confirmed them." 


"You're much too confident in yourself," Celeste told her sweetly. 


As much as Hope's Peak obliged in keeping the true talent she had 
been recruited for, it would mean nothing if Kyoko decided to spread the 
truth. Not only would it cause trouble for future operations, but her 
image поща Бе soiled, forever associated аз а mafia member rather than 
a jeweler. 


That was the one thing she couldn't allow. 


"What do you intend to do about this, hm?" Celeste asked. 
"Nothing." 


Celeste faltered. Genuine bewilderment made it into her 


expression. Fh 
"Don't get my intentions wrong. | have no desire to reveal 


4 
your secret or get the police involved," Kyoko said. "Don't + 
worry, | can lie just as well as you." 288 
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"Then why come here at all?" 
"| wanted to confirm it with my own eyes." 
"There is no gain in that, is there?" 
"| like to think I'm good at picking my allies." 
Celeste chuckled delicately. She moved her sword to the side, and it brushed the loose strands of Kyoko's 


hair. The edge was sharp enough to cut it, and the wisps of silver hair fell onto her jacket. Kyoko frowned 
and shifted. The blade just barely kissed her jaw. 


"And you believe | could be one of those allies," Celeste mused. Kyoko nodded. "Too confident indeed," 
she said with an unkind laugh. 
"You're trying to get out, aren't you?" 


К was uncanny how much Kyoko had deduced about her situation on instincts alone. Not for the first 
time, Celeste felt uncomfortable under Kyoko's gaze. 


2 you think about it, it'd be helpful to have a detective on your side, if a need for it ever came," Kyoko 
said. 


"There's no merit in it for you." 

"| already said | want you as an ally. A favor for a favor. There's nothing more to it." 

If she was lying, Celeste couldn't detect it. She had noticed long ago that Kyoko was more one to lie by 
omission rather than outright deception. She was sincere, but never said more than necessary. Celeste 
respected her for it, even if it made her a difficult one to figure out. 


"| can't tell what goes on in your head, Kyoko." 


Celeste sheathed her sword and adjusted her grip on her parasol. She raised a hand to her earring and 
felt for the clasp. 


"I'll give you this." Her left earring dangled between her index finger and thumb. She approached Kyoko 
and held her wrist, the earring placed on her open palm. 


They looked at each other for what felt like a moment too long. "If you ever need help, show me this. I'd 
recognize it anywhere." 


She didn't need to elaborate. Both of them were familiar with situations where they couldn't speak for 
the danger they were in. 


Kyoko closed her fist around the earring. 

"I'll hold on to it." 

Without delay, she hooked the earring into a piercing Celeste was unaware even existed. It was 
strange to see one of her most beloved earrings worn as someone else's accessory, but it didn't look bad 
on Kyoko. 

Celeste played with the long end of it, and Kyoko couldn't maskthe discomfort she felt having someone 
vade her space. It was Celeste's own little act of vengeance, to make Kyoko feel as exposed as she had 

een. 

"I'm sure our partnership will lead to great things." Celeste mused. 

"As long you don't step out of line." 


Celeste giggled and clutched her parasol. "Strange for you to be the one to say that. Let's simply agree 
not to step on each other's toes, shall we?" 


Kyoko offered her hand to shake on it. Daintily, Celeste accepted the gesture, feeling the firm grip that 
hid a slight shake. 


It was a new feeling, to have an ally push her out of this life rather than drag her down further. She 
couldn't wait to see where this truce would take them. And if Kyoko didn't stay true to her words, well.. 
Celeste tightened her hold on Kyoko's hand and smiled. 


She would break that pretty hand of hers. 
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